into battle
of disciplinary action or are now subject to formal inquiry, neither
the First Sea Lord nor the Cabinet were informed of the approach
of these ships to the Straits of Gibraltar until it was too late to
stop them passing through. Orders were instantly given to stop
them at Casablanca, or if that failed, to prevent them entering
Dakar. If we could not cork them in, we could, at least, we hoped,
have corked them out, but, although every effort was made to
execute these orders, these efforts failed. The Vichy cruisers were,
however, prevented from carrying out their further purpose of
attacking the Free French Colony of Duala, and of the four French
vessels concerned, two succeeded in regaining Dakar, while two
were overtaken by our cruisers and were induced to return to
Casablanca without any actual violence.
The House may therefore rest assured—indeed, it is the only
point I am seeking to make to-day—that the mischievous arrival
of these ships, and the men they carried, at Dakar arose in no way
from any infirmity of purpose on the part of the Government;
it was one of those mischances which often arise in war and especially
in war at sea.    The fighting which  ensued between the shore
batteries at Dakar, reinforced by the 16-inch guns of the damaged
Richelieu, and the British squadron was pretty stiff.   Two Vichy
submarines which attacked the Fleet were sunk, the crew of one
happily being saved.   Two of the Vichy French destroyers were
set on fire, one of the cruisers was heavily hit and the Richelieu
herself suffered further damage.    On our part we had two ships,
one a battleship and the other a large cruiser, which suffered
damage—damage which, although it does not prevent their steaming
and fighting, will require considerable attention when convenient.
What an irony of fate it is that this fine French Navy, which
Admiral Darlan shaped for so many years to fight in the common
cause against German aggression, should now be the principal
obstacle to the liberation of France and her Empire from the
German yoke, and should be employed as the tool of German
and Italian masters whose policy contemplates not merely the
defeat and mutilation of France, but her final destruction as a great
nation.   The Dakar incident reminds us of what often happens
when a drowning man casts his arms around the strong swimmer
who conies to his rescue and seeks in his agony to drag him down into
the depths.   Force in these circumstances has to be used to save
life as well as to take life.    But we never thought that what
happened or might happen at Dakar was likely to lead to a declara-
tion, of war by the Vichy Government, although evidently such a
step might be imposed upon them at any time by their masters.
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